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      The last time Kaelin Daume had seen Tyler Wirth and Nick Kernsted, they’d been naked, and they’d had a naked girl tied to a chair.

      The memory of that had been seared into Kaelin’s brain, haunting her more times than she wanted to admit. In fact, every time she had sex she thought about it. Which could be one reason her sex life wasn’t all that great.

      She swallowed hard as she tugged the plastic garment bag down over the bridesmaid dress in her bedroom. Now that she was about to see Tyler and Nick again, nerves jumped in her stomach. She took a breath. She had no choice. She had to do this. She picked up the dress and her purse, slid her feet into a pair of sandals and headed for her back door.

      She passed the living room where Taz lay on the couch, nose between his paws, giving her the sad puppy dog eyes he did every time she went out. “I won’t be late,” she said to him as if he understood. “You’ll be fine.”

      He didn’t lift his nose, but when she backed her car out of the short driveway, his little black-and-white face appeared in the window from his perch on the back of the couch, his favorite place to sit and watch the world go by. The way he watched her leave, head tilted sadly to one side, tugged at her heart, as always. She was way too softhearted about him.

      “I wish I was staying home with you,” she muttered, even though she was in the car and this time there was no hope of Taz hearing, let alone understanding.

      

      Margot Wirth sat in front of the computer in her office. Or what they called her office. Not that she’d ever had any business to conduct there, other than household business such as paying bills and online shopping. She rolled her chair in closer and clicked on her email program. Yes. There was a message from him.

      Warmth spread through her as she read his email, chatty and warm and funny, and she smiled as she started tapping in her reply. Then her husband spoke from behind her.

      “What are you doing? People are going to be here any minute.”

      She started and quickly minimized the program, then turned to smile at Ken. At sixty he was still attractive, his dark hair now mostly gray and receding just slightly, but still thick. His athletic body had softened a little, but he was still in good shape even though he did little to stay that way. Unlike she, who worked out every other day, played tennis and golf in the summer and ran on the indoor track at the gym in the winter. And she was ten years younger than he.

      “I know,” she said. “Just had one more little thing to do for the dinner tomorrow night.” Their daughter’s wedding had been a welcome diversion in her mind-numbing life of shopping, decorating, golf and gossip at the Mapleglen Country Club.

      “I thought Tyler would be here by now.”

      “Should be any time now. They’re driving down from Chicago.”

      Nerves fluttered in her stomach. They hadn’t seen their son for nearly ten years, after that horrific incident with the Brown family. But Avery had insisted that her little brother be there for her wedding and had somehow convinced him to come home. And had also convinced her father Tyler should be there.

      Margot longed to see both her children with a deep, aching yearning, especially Tyler. She’d never been able to get over losing him like that, had never told her husband about her efforts to keep track of him, to make sure he was okay, to know how he was doing. She knew her hopes for this wedding were silly and unreasonable, but god, would they ever have another chance to rebuild their family? For her to see her two children together, as adults, to see her daughter begin her married life, to see the man Tyler had become. In some ways she was nervous, terrified he wasn’t going to live up to her husband’s impossible expectations. Because she’d come to realize that her own impossible expectations were just that…impossible. On the other hand, she knew enough about Tyler that she was also filled with excited anticipation and maternal pride.

      “God, I’ll be glad when this wedding is over,” Ken said.

      She pressed her lips together. When this was over… She closed her eyes. When this was over her life would go back to normal. And she wasn’t sure if she could stand it.

      

      Kaelin paused at the front door of the Wirth home, the location of that erotic, disturbing scene she’d accidentally witnessed ten years earlier, and forced herself to ring the doorbell, palms sweating. Then the door opened and Mrs. Wirth stood there. “Hello, Kaelin! Come in.”

      Kaelin smiled at her best friend’s mom, so pretty with her shoulder-length blonde hair and slender figure. As usual she looked impeccable in a sleeveless flowered silk dress, but Kaelin, despite being nervous herself, didn’t miss the tightness at the corners of Mrs. Wirth’s eyes or the tension in her smile.

      This family wedding might kill them all before it was done.

      As she stepped into the foyer, Tyler was the next person she saw through the open French doors into the living room, and the sight of him made her stomach drop and her pulse leap.

      “Kaelin!” Her best friend Avery Wirth hurtled from the living room of the big old two-story Victorian house belonging to her parents. “You’re here!”

      Kaelin dragged her eyes away from Tyler, still stunningly gorgeous, still magnetically attractive. He’d turned to look at her when his sister Avery called her name, but she focused on her best friend who she hadn’t seen in months, excruciatingly aware of Tyler in her peripheral vision.

      “I’m here.” She smiled and lifted her arms. “With the dress.”

      Avery took the dress and hung it on a coat tree then they hugged in a long, tight embrace. “So good to see you,” Avery murmured.

      “You too.” They drew back to smile at each other.

      “Come say hi.” Avery took her arm and led her into the living room. “Tyler and Nick are here, and my mom and dad, and you can meet Scott’s parents too.”

      The Wirth family was gathering for Avery’s wedding the coming weekend, reunited in Mapleglen, Illinois, where Kaelin and Avery had grown up together, best friends since middle school.

      Kaelin hugged Scott, Avery’s fiancé, who she’d met a handful of times. Avery had met Scott in Los Angeles, where she now lived. Kaelin approved of him as a husband for her best friend. Tall and lean, with a slightly receding hairline that did nothing to diminish his good looks, he handled Avery’s energetic personality perfectly. Kaelin shook hands with Scott’s parents when he introduced her, hugged Avery’s father, Dr. Wirth, and then she was face-to-face with Tyler.

      Her cheeks heated and her stomach tightened, but she smiled politely as she greeted him. God, she’d never thought the next time she saw him would be in a room full of people, but maybe this was better. A rush of emotions flooded her―remembered shock, heartbreak, disappointment and…arousal.

      “Hey, Kaelin.” He took her hand in his, big and warm. Lord, Avery’s little brother had grown up, way up, a good eight inches taller than her five foot six, and he’d grown out too, sporting a pair of shoulders that would do a football player proud, though he was still long and lean. “Long time no see.”

      “It has been a while,” she choked out.

      His face was inscrutable, his mouth firm, his cobalt-blue eyes cool and unreadable. As a teenager, Tyler had been good-looking in a sexy, wicked way. Ten years ago, he’d worn his dark gold hair long and straight. Now it was cut shorter, with a casual messy look and sideburns. His lean jaw and chin with its deep cleft wore a heavy layer of dark gold stubble that only added to the wicked charm.

      “You remember Nick?”

      She turned her attention to Tyler’s friend Nick, pulling her hand back from Tyler’s grip, resisting the urge to yank it free.

      Did she remember Nick? Of course she remembered him. The emails they’d exchanged over the years from time to time had ensured that. But Tyler didn’t know about that.

      “Of course.” She smiled at Nick.

      “Kaelin.” Nick pulled her in for a hug and she went into his embrace with a rush of emotion at seeing him again. Despite the lingering embarrassment and betrayal at what she’d caught him doing, she couldn’t hate Nick. He seemed happy to see her too, and she’d always felt he was a kindred spirit, still a friend even though she hadn’t seen him for nearly ten years. Though she had to admit, his bulked-up body didn’t inspire thoughts of friendship. She drew back. Nick too, had changed.

      “Look at you.” She brushed a hand over his close-cropped head. He was as close to being shaved bald as you could be, and it suited him. “What happened to your hair? And where’d you get all those muscles?”

      He grinned. “Working out.”

      Her gaze tracked down over thickly muscled shoulders, rounded biceps and strong forearms, then over his broad, hard chest in a snug T-shirt. “Clearly.” She smiled back at him. “You look great.”

      “Thanks. So you do.”

      She smiled and gave him a small eye roll.

      “Seriously, Kaelin.” Nick looked her up and down appreciatively, and her body tightened. “You were always pretty. Now you’re just plain gorgeous.”

      She laughed at his outrageous compliment and shook her head. “When did you get into town?” She changed the subject.

      “Just a little while ago.” Nick glanced at Tyler, who was watching them from beneath lowered brows, arms folded across his chest. “We drove down this afternoon.”

      Tyler and Nick lived in Chicago, a few hours away. You’d think it was the other side of the world for how often they came home. But then Tyler never had been one to do what was expected of him. Such as visit his parents once in a while. She knew they’d had a rocky relationship, but everyone grew up sometime, surely, and his parents weren’t getting any younger. Whatever. His life.

      “I hear your business is doing well.” She spoke to both men, her gaze moving back and forth between them. She didn’t want to let on to Tyler how much she knew about his life now, but it was reasonable that she’d know at least that much from Avery.

      Nick shot Tyler a narrow-eyed glance and a tight smile, but he nodded. “Yeah. So far, so good.”

      Oh-oh. She sensed something beneath the surface, but Tyler was already moving on, so clearly she wasn’t going to find out what.

      “And you’re still living here in Mapleglen,” Tyler said. “I hear you’re a lawyer.”

      “No.” She pushed down the twinge of regret at his words. “Not a lawyer. Just a paralegal.”

      “Not just a paralegal.” Nick bumped her with his shoulder. “I’m sure you’re a great paralegal.”

      She smiled. “Yes. Yes I am.” She turned back to Tyler. “I didn’t go to law school, but I did get a job at a law firm here in town. Bickford Long.” She knew he’d recognize the name since her boss, Paul Bickford, was a good friend of his dad. She held his gaze steadily, chin up, waiting for his mocking comment about where she worked, the small-town ultraconservative law firm. He’d always teased her about being a good girl—studious, serious, cautious. She fit right in at Bickford Long. Sort of.

      “Yeah, I’d heard you work there. That’s great,” he said.

      She blinked.

      She liked her job, but it certainly wasn’t exciting like his career. Apparently he was a rock star in the advertising business in Chicago and had recently decided to open his own agency. Nick, an accountant, had joined as his partner. She knew the basics from one of Nick’s emails, although she hadn’t wanted to ask too many questions about Tyler. But it had been easy to follow Tyler’s career on Google, though shame burned through her at the fact that she’d done so, keeping track of him all these years. It wasn’t surprising that he hadn’t done the same to her, but the reality was, even if he had Googled her, there’d be nothing to find. Her life was pretty basic, living in the small city of Mapleglen, working at the law firm, visiting at the seniors’ home with Taz, helping with church activities. Much of her adult life had been spent caring for her parents, but they were gone now.

      “Okay, you can all catch up later!” Avery interrupted them, taking Kaelin’s arm and squeezing it in a hug. “Kaelin needs to come upstairs and see my dress.” She dragged Kaelin away from the others, out into the hall and then up the stairs. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done,” she chatted, leading the way. “I could never have organized this wedding without you.”

      “I think your mom could’ve handled it,” Kaelin replied dryly. She’d had some challenges with Mrs. Wirth throughout this whole deal.

      “But she wouldn’t have done what I wanted!”

      “True that,” Kaelin said with heartfelt agreement. The wedding would have been completely different if Mrs. Wirth had her way. Kaelin didn’t think she’d ever met anyone so concerned with what people thought, with making a good impression, putting on a show. Well, besides Dr. Wirth, just as preoccupied with image as his wife. Kaelin had had to use every ounce of her negotiation and persuasion skills to keep Mrs. Wirth from turning the wedding into an over-the-top, blow-the-bank spectacle.

      “She only has one daughter.” Avery walked into the room that had been her bedroom, where the two of them had spent so many teenage hours. “That’s what she keeps telling me. And it doesn’t look like Tyler will be getting married any time soon.”

      Kaelin sank her teeth into her bottom lip and strove for casual. “No? No girlfriend?”

      Avery shrugged. “He was going out with someone last time I visited him in Chicago, but he didn’t want to bring anyone to the wedding, so I guess not.”

      Kaelin couldn’t even identify all the feelings swirling inside her at that comment.

      Avery walked into the closet and returned with her dress. “Here it is!”

      Kaelin gazed at the dress, then back at Avery. “This is it?”

      Avery frowned. “Yes. I know it doesn’t look like much on the hanger, but when I put it on you’ll see. It looks plain, but I have these necklaces that go with it…” She laid the dress on the bed and rushed over to the dresser. Kaelin stroked a hand over the strapless column of ivory taffeta. The dress was very simple—no ruffles, lace or tulle, not a pouf or sparkle in sight.

      “It’s beautiful, Avery. What did your mom think of it?”

      “She hasn’t seen it.” Avery turned around, several long strands of pearls and rhinestones dangling from her hands. “I told her she has to wait until the wedding day.”

      Kaelin laughed. “Isn’t that the groom who has to wait until the wedding day to see you?”

      Avery grinned. “You know I’m not superstitious.”

      “You mean he’s seen the dress?” Kaelin’s mouth dropped open.

      Avery laughed. “No! I’m not superstitious, but I still want him to be blown away when he sees me on Saturday.”

      Kaelin laughed too. “Okay. I think I can visualize it. Very nice.”

      “My mom’s going to be disappointed.” Avery turned back to tuck the jewelry away. “But it’s my wedding.”

      And that’s why Kaelin had had to fight…er…negotiate with Mrs. Wirth over so many things. She almost felt sorry for Mrs. Wirth, her disappointment so huge at not being able to put on the ostentatious show she wanted, but Kaelin’s loyalty was with her best friend. She’d spent exhausting hours, though, placating Mrs. Wirth, trying to make her feel better.

      “Since you came all the way back here to Illinois to get married in your family church, I expected a more traditional dress” Kaelin stroked a hand over the taffeta. “But it’s beautiful, it really is.”

      Avery made a face, her pretty mouth twisting. “I’m probably crazy to be doing this, with my family. We should have eloped.”

      Kaelin met her eyes. She knew things had been tense in the Wirth family for many years. Tyler had spent most of his teenage years provoking his parents, wild rumors flying about him that could have been true or could have been him trying to piss his parents off. And now he never came home. She’d always wondered if it had anything to do with what she’d walked in on that night, but how could it? She was the only one who’d seen them and she’d certainly never told a soul. The stabbing pain she’d first felt at seeing Tyler and Nick with another girl like that had faded to a dull ache.

      “Oh, Ave, honey.” She moved toward her friend. “This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

      “Well, it’s too late to change things.”

      That wasn’t an answer. Dammit. Kaelin’s heart sank. “What do you want to change?”

      “Oh, Kaelin.” Avery sighed. “I don’t want to change my wedding. I just want to change my family. Things are so tense.” She swallowed. “I hoped…I wanted…aw shit.”

      Kaelin gazed searchingly at her friend, holding both her hands. Secrets between them remained unspoken but almost physically tangible, things Kaelin hadn’t shared with her best friend from that summer ten years ago, things she’d always had a feeling Avery was keeping from her too. She searched for the right thing to say, the right question to ask.

      “Tense?” she finally said, her voice tight. “Why?”

      Avery pulled back and her eyes dropped. She picked up her wedding dress. “Oh you know, just the usual. Mom’s disappointed in the wedding, but she’s still trying so hard to impress Scott’s parents. And now Tyler’s here, you know how he likes to push their buttons. But at least it will take the heat off me.”

      Kaelin choked on a laugh. “And isn’t that always the way it was?” Avery, a perfect angel in her parents’ eyes, could do no wrong compared to Tyler’s tumultuous teenage antics.

      “Hell yeah. And they’re so annoyed that Nick is here too.”

      Kaelin went still and tense. “Why would they be annoyed about that?”

      “Oh. Who knows?” Avery waved a hand and quickly changed the subject. “I’ll show you my shoes.”

      Kaelin hated this, hated these unspoken things between them, things that had hung between them for ten years. She suspected Avery knew something about what had happened, but wouldn’t talk about it for reasons of her own, and Kaelin wasn’t about to tell her in case she didn’t know. Because it was Tyler and Nick’s secret too. Well, and the girl they’d been with. That old ache intensified. It had also been humiliating, how devastated she’d been, something too painful to talk about for years, and after a few years, it was just weird to bring it up. So the secrets stayed hidden away.

      She pushed those thoughts away, a wave of heat sweeping over her.

      As Avery turned back toward her, she gave her friend a bright smile. “Oh yes, please, I want to see your shoes. And what about your veil?”

      

      Tyler watched his sister lead Kaelin out of the room.

      Kaelin.

      He sucked in air and picked up the drink he’d set down on the coffee table to take a gulp of burning Scotch.

      He fucking hated Scotch.

      He should have picked up beer on the way over from the hotel. He should have known his dad wouldn’t have beer for the party. Beer was too low-class for him.

      “Let’s all go out on the deck!” his mother urged everyone, flitting around the room. “It’s such a lovely evening, we’ll have our drinks and hors d’oeuvres out by the pool.”

      More guests were supposed to show, friends and family arriving in town for the wedding. Mom was dressed in a silk dress and high heels, and Tyler could feel the desperation of her need to impress her future in-laws. Christ, how embarrassing.

      On top of that, there was the sharp edge of displeasure Tyler felt from his parents now that he was there, that chilly stiffness, the awkwardness at finally coming home after all those years, after the gut-wrenching way he’d left. That old bitterness and resentment inside him that had never fully faded away ate away at his insides.

      How the hell was he going to survive the next few days?

      With lots of Scotch. He tossed back the rest of his drink then felt Nick’s eyes on him.

      “You okay?” Nick asked in a low voice.

      Tyler grimaced. “Yeah.”

      Scott and his parents went outside with the other guests, leaving them alone.

      “I know you didn’t want to come home.”

      “I can handle it. And what am I supposed to do, miss my sister’s wedding?”

      “I didn’t have to come.”

      Tyler shook his head slowly from side to side. “You were invited. Avery invited you. Of course you had to come.”

      “I mean, I didn’t have to come here, to the house. Today.”

      “Oh.”

      Nick swirled the remains of his own drink in the glass. “It pisses your parents off.”

      Tyler grinned. “I know. Bonus!”

      Nick laughed.

      “I should go tell the girls everyone’s outside,” Tyler said.

      Nick snorted. “Bullshit. Like they won’t find us when they come down.” He caught Tyler’s eye. “You’re still hung up on her, aren’t you?”
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      “What? Who?” But he knew there was no fooling Nick. The guy knew him, inside and out.

      “You know who. She looks good.”

      Tyler’s chest tightened. Of course she looked good. She’d always looked good.

      Other than that day…fuck. His stomach still swooped every time he remembered Kaelin walking in on him and Nick and Tracy Brown. He’d known it was risky, doing what they were doing right there in the family room. His parents and Avery had been out, not expected home for hours, but still, the possibility that they could walk in on them had added an edge of danger to the whole scene, increased the thrill factor. And Kaelin showing up hadn’t actually been a complete surprise.

      But when Tyler had looked up and seen her standing there open-mouthed, frozen, he’d been shocked at how truly god-awful he’d felt, seeing the hurt on her face, his guts twisting into knots, his heart squeezing painfully.

      “She still thinks we’re depraved assholes,” he muttered.

      Nick rubbed his forehead. “We are.”

      Tyler snorted. “Yeah. True that.” Then he sighed.

      “Actually, I didn’t get that vibe from her.”

      “Of course you don’t. It’s just me. She always hated me. That just sealed the deal.” Nick opened his mouth to speak, but Tyler rushed on. “And what was with the big bear hug?” he demanded before Nick could say something stupid, like some kind of stupid denial that Kaelin had hated him. Because he didn’t want to hear that, or think about that, or feel that goddamn guilt again. “Like you’re long lost friends.”

      “We are friends,” Nick said quietly. “I always liked Kaelin.”

      “Yeah.” Bitterness edged Tyler’s voice. “I know.”

      Nick laughed. “You’re fucking jealous, man! I can’t believe it.”

      “I am not.” He scowled.

      “Yeah, you are. For Chrissakes, Ty, I can’t believe you still have a thing for her after all these years.”

      “A thing?” Tyler laughed. “What the hell does that mean? I don’t have ‘a thing’ for her.”

      “Whatever. Come on, we better join the others.”

      They went outside. Tyler accepted another drink, only because it was alcohol and he needed it to get through this ordeal. His irritation increased as he found himself continually looking at the doors to the patio, waiting for Avery and Kaelin to rejoin them. He half listened to his mother telling Scott’s parents about the new furniture she’d just bought for the patio, how they’d had to put in a special rush order so they’d have it for the wedding.

      God, he just wanted to get this wedding over with and get the hell back to Chicago. Although, there were nothing but problems waiting for him there too. He and Nick were in the middle of a massive difference of opinion on a potential client who wanted to sign with them. A big potential client, huge potential client with lots of money to spend on advertising that could really get their fledgling agency off the ground. Shit.

      But he was here for Avery, his big sister, happy for her that she’d found a great guy like Scott. Though he wished like hell she and Scott had just eloped. What the fuck was she thinking, planning a big family wedding that was torture for everyone? Tyler took a big swallow of Scotch as Avery appeared in the French doors, followed by Kaelin.

      His eyes went straight to her. So pretty. So different from Avery. Not the pretty part—his sister was pretty too, he supposed, but in a different way. Avery was all blonde highlights and makeup; Kaelin was a sweep of silky brown hair and big brown eyes. In high school she’d been an intimidating overachiever, top marks, all kinds of academic awards, involved in the student council and about a dozen different clubs and committees. Just like Avery.

      Tyler’d been disturbed to find that, as he entered his teenage years and started thinking about girls differently, he’d started thinking about his big sister’s best friend differently. Kaelin had always been at their place, as comfortable as if she lived there. Memory of one morning when he’d encountered her in the upstairs hallway after she’d slept over with Avery had fueled his hormone-driven fantasies for years. She’d been wearing tiny little plaid shorts that revealed her long, smooth legs, which okay, he’d seen many times in the summer, but also a ribbed cotton tank top with no bra. She had great tits, high and full and round with prominent nipples, and the sight had sent him back to his room for a fast and furious hand job.

      From his seat in a corner of the patio, he watched her now, smiling and laughing and making conversation with the other guests. Her blue and beige plaid sundress was far from revealing, with its full knee-length skirt and modest straps. But it did show off a lot of smooth bare skin—arms, shoulders, a faint hint of cleavage, the snug bodice hugging her breasts and small waist. She accepted a glass of wine from his dad, earning a smile of approval from him that Tyler’d never seen directed his way. He frowned. Everyone loved Kaelin. So polite, so responsible.

      “Would you snap out of it!”

      Tyler jerked at Nick’s low-voiced command, and looked up at his friend standing there. He frowned. “What?”

      “Everyone’s afraid to talk to you. You look like you’re going to snap their head off if they say a word to you, sitting there scowling like that. Would you at least try to act normal?”

      Only Nick would say that to him. Only Nick could get away with talking to him like that. Anyone else, he’d be pounding the shit out of him. With a sigh, he rose and moved toward the others, a smile firmly in place, and made conversation with the soon-to-be in-laws.

      More guests arrived, which in a way was good, because it kept his parents too busy playing host and hostess to bug him. His mom was pulling out all the stops. She must have been cooking for days, which he knew she loved, but still, it was a lot. Also a full bar setup outside, torches and lights and candles around the glowing turquoise pool in their backyard.

      When he found himself face-to-face with Kaelin, somehow, their glances collided and bounced away from each other. Tyler’s skin tingled. He licked his lips and searched for something to say.

      

      Kaelin looked down at the glass of wine in her hand. After the conversation she and Avery had just had about Tyler, now he was right there in front of her. She had to put all that old crap out of her head and act like an adult.

      “Avery says you’ve been busy helping with this wedding,” Tyler said, still all chilly politeness, as if she was the one who’d done something wrong.

      “I was happy to help. With her living in Los Angeles, it would have been impossible to get things done.”

      He nodded. “That was nice of you.”

      Oh yeah, here it came, the sardonic comments about how nice she was, what a good girl she was. She waited, her gaze flickering up to his. But he didn’t say it. “Um. Thanks.”

      “When’s the rest of the wedding party getting here? I thought there were three bridesmaids.”

      Men. He didn’t even know who else was in the wedding party. “Just two. Me, and Avery’s friend in L.A., Maddie. Scott’s best man, Hardeep, is her boyfriend. They should be here tonight.”

      “Just two, huh?” He nodded, looked out over the pool.

      “Your mom wanted her to have ten.”

      His head snapped around, eyes wide. “Ten?”

      She smiled. “Yep.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Jesus Christ.”

      Their gazes held for a moment of shared amusement and understanding. Kaelin felt a wave of heat wash over her body and her skin tightened and tingled. Tension hummed between them, memories of that summer flooding back.

      “Well, my goodness, Tyler! I haven’t seen you in forever!” An older woman approached them and gave Tyler a hug.

      “Hi, Aunt Mona.” Tyler smiled. “It has been a while, hasn’t it? But I think you look even younger. How is that possible?”

      Mona giggled. Giggled! A fifty-year-old woman with dyed red hair and a double-D bosom giggled like a pre-teen girl. “Oh, you.” She fluttered her eyelashes. “I hear you’re doing well in Chicago. Your mom tells us about all the big, important clients you have and how much money you’re making.”

      “She does?” Tyler’s eyebrows drew together.

      “She talks about you all the time! So proud of you.”

      Now his eyebrows flew up and he made a choking sound. “I’ll bet,” he muttered just as Mona turned to Kaelin.

      “Kaelin. How are you, dear?”

      “I’m fine, thanks.” She smiled at the other lady.

      “Where’s your young man tonight?”

      “There is no young man, Mona. We sort of…broke up.”

      “But I just saw you together the other day!”

      “Yes, well.” Kaelin glanced uncomfortably at Tyler taking in their conversation with a frown. “We’re still friends.”

      “I thought you were getting married.”

      Kaelin shifted position, acutely aware of Tyler’s interest. “We were,” she mumbled. “But it wasn’t going to work out.” She straightened her shoulders and gave Mona a bright smile. “We’re both fine with it.”

      Mona shook her head sadly. “That boy is crazy about you, Kaelin. And he’s a good catch! A police officer. Good steady job, a nice boy.”

      Kaelin caught Tyler’s eye roll and her stomach tightened.

      “You know, I’m so glad to see you,” Mona continued, blithely unaware of the tension snapping between Kaelin and Tyler. “I need one more person to work an hour at the church bake sale next weekend.”

      Kaelin wanted to close her eyes. The church bake sale. Could Mona make her life sound any more pathetic to Tyler? “Next weekend,” she repeated. “Not this coming weekend.”

      “Oh no, of course not! This weekend is the wedding! This is the wedding of the year in Mapleglen! It’s next Saturday. We need someone there for nine in the morning.”

      Kaelin smiled tightly. “Sure. I can help.”

      “Thank you, dear. You’re such a good girl.” Mona patted her cheek. “Now I must go meet that handsome groom of Avery’s.”

      Kaelin tossed down the last of her wine in three big gulps, again waiting for Tyler’s amusement. This time he didn’t disappoint.

      “A police officer, huh?”

      She met his gaze head-on. “Yes.”

      “A nice boy.”

      Kaelin pressed her lips together.

      “How come you broke up?”

      She did not want to talk about this to Tyler. In fact, she almost wished she’d let Brent talk her into bringing him along tonight. A boyfriend beside her would have gone a long way to helping her deal with Tyler.

      But she didn’t really have a boyfriend and she wasn’t going to tell Tyler why exactly things hadn’t worked out between them. Brent kept calling her, dropping in to see her, still hopeful that she was going to change her mind, but deep down inside she knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      “That’s not really your business,” she said stiffly.

      “Sounds like he’d be perfect for you. Since you’re such a good girl.”

      And there it was.

      His words ricocheted around in her head, memories of teenage Tyler mocking her about how good she was, laughing at her for being disappointed because she’d gotten a B+ on a test, making fun of her for spending Saturday night studying. She remembered how Tyler’s teasing had started to bug her because…well, because it was him. Because she didn’t always want to spend Saturday nights studying, but she didn’t have a crazy social life like he did, and because sometimes she had no choice, she had to stay home on Saturday nights. Remembered hurt and frustration rushed through her.

      She fought for control of her surging emotions and lifted her wineglass again. Empty. Dammit.

      “You probably don’t want another glass of wine.” Tyler eyed her empty glass. “One’s your limit, right?”

      She lifted her eyes to his face. “You’re still an asshole,” she said quietly.

      His jaw tightened, though he kept his smile in place. “Yep. I sure am. Are you surprised about that?”

      “No.” She tipped her head. “Though I don’t know why you feel a need to take out your frustrations on me. I never did anything to you.”

      His smile disappeared. “Frustrations?”

      Now he looked pissed.

      Good.

      “Yes. You obviously have some deep-seated sense of inferiority that makes you need to make fun of others to make yourself feel better.”

      His mouth dropped open. “What the fuck.” His eyes narrowed, flashing blue sparks at her.

      “Oh, don’t even look at me like that. You have no right to be mad at me. I’m the one who should be mad.”

      “Oh for Chrissake. Lighten up a little. You always were Miss Serious.”

      They faced each other, glaring. Kaelin’s fingers curled tightly around the stem of her wineglass, almost snapping it. He thought she was upset about him teasing her! Jesus, how stupid could one man be? Did he not even realize what he’d done?

      But there’d never been anything real between them. As they’d spent time together that summer, her feelings for Tyler had grown into something they shouldn’t have, and when he’d kissed her—just once—she’d foolishly believed he was starting to feel the same about her.

      And the very next day she’d walked in on that scene.

      She fought to control the long-suppressed rage surging inside her, shocked by a desire to hurt him back. The urge to physically hit him, the way she’d wanted to that night. Before she’d run out of the house then run all the way out of Mapleglen and back to college, a week early. And then to her horror, her hand lifted, swung back—and she did it.

      Right in the middle of a big party of friends and family, she slapped Tyler Wirth’s face.
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      Tyler automatically lifted a hand to his smarting cheek and rubbed it, stunned into speechlessness. Kaelin stood there, big brown eyes wide, mouth in an O of horror. The chatter of the guests faded into silence, only the faint saxophone strains of the jazz CD playing quietly on the outdoor speakers drifting on the evening air.
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